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The materials reported in this article is a part of the MA in TESL/TEFL disser-
tation, submitted to the University of Birmingham by the writer, The study in the 
dissertation was an attempt to examine the role of a teacher’s attention in mixed-
sex EFL classroom of Japanese learners. Methodologically, Sinclair and Coulthard’s 
analytical categories were adapted to design a general framework. The framework 
was then employed to code transcribed classroom data of the lessons into designated 
categories. As a small-scale case study lessons taught by a male teacher to mixed-
sex high school ﬁrst-grade students were explored. Since the space here does not 
allow to report the entire dissertation, comprising 130 pages, the present study is 
aimed to focus on the formulation of the problem and mainly inform signiﬁcance of 
the problem, literature review and the research questions to based on the gaps in and 
recommendations from the literature review.
1. Introduction
1.1 Significance of the problem
EFL teachers working in Japanese institutions should be fully aware of the fact 
that English is the only foreign language taught throughout junior and senior high 
schools in Japan (see Miura 1997, Johnson 1995, O’Sullivan, 1994, and Wadden 
1993). It is also the only language which has been widely taught in many Japanese 
universities as a required subject, and even in some of the elementary schools as an 
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optional subject (FD Foramu 1999, and Wordell and Gorsuch 1992).
As regards sex of the learners, it will not be unusual for the teachers to meet 
more girls than boys not only in classrooms of Japanese academic institutions, but 
also in those classes which are conducted by private language schools, companies, 
cram schools, conversation lounges, life-long educational centers, and various types 
of language teaching cultural centers. In addition, more girls can be found taking 
standardized examinations such as TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language), 
and the most popular Japanese exam series known as Eiken (see STEP information 
2000, and Jackson 2000: 17). It is also beyond doubt that more girls enter competi-
tive universities of English speaking countries both through on-campus and distance 
learning programs. Furthermore, according to recent statistics issued by the Japanese 
government (Somu-cho tokei-kyoku 1999), the number of male and female learners 
entering universities and higher-level academic institutions differed from that in high 
schools: more girls were reported to enroll in humanities and literature, compris-
ing mainly English and social science departments, and more boys in such areas as 
engineering, mathematics, and science. This implies that Japanese female learners 
are more willing to continue learning English even after high school, and hence are 
likely to be regarded as serious and more motivated learners of the language than 
males. One recent piece of evidence of this tendency was found by me while choos-
ing a research site for the present study in that with all my efforts and available 
resources, it was impossible to ﬁnd even a single university classroom with approxi-
mately equal numbers of boy and girl students.
However, based on the review of the extensive literature concerning teacher-pupil 
interactions by Kelly (1988), it has been claimed that in content or non-language 
classrooms, such as mathematics, science, and social sciences both male and female 
teachers interact more with boys than girls. The same is the case for non-foreign-
language or mother-tongue (English) classrooms. From this ﬁnding the implications 
are that the phenomenon is likely to exist even in EFL and ESL classrooms. As re-
gards non-language classrooms (Sunderland 1996: 59), the literature informs us that
Interaction research in mixed science classes shows that a teacher’s time is 
seldom distributed equitably between the sexes (Whyte 1984). Male domination 
and attention-seeking is rife! This phenomenon also seems to be manifested in 
foreign language lessons. (Powell, 1986: 63)
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Furthermore, for non-foreign-language classrooms, Sunderland (p.44) points out 
that “the assumption that much of what is gendered that occurs in a given non-
foreign-language class may well occur in a foreign language class”.
If this is the case, then it is safe to state that the issue of teacher’s attention in 
mixed-sex EFL and also ESL classrooms needs to be examined. For ESL learners, 
particularly those in EFL contexts who have considerably few opportunities to use 
the language communicatively both outside and within the classroom among peers 
(Farooq 1993: 88-89, also see Holliday 1994: 4, and Johnson 1995: 134-136), the 
only place to learn the language is a classroom. Furthermore, if the learners in EFL 
contexts are at a basic level and obviously cannot communicate independently in 
pairs and groups, the opportunities are even fewer, and are possible mainly through 
interaction with the teacher. In other words, the teacher is the only person the EFL 
basic-learners expect to communicate with, and as a result s/he is bound to affect the 
learners’ expectations in terms of questioning and feedback.
Studies relating to English teaching have also pointed out the need for teachers’ 
questioning. “In second language classrooms, where learners often do not have a 
great number of tools, your questions provide necessary stepping stones to commu-
nication” (Brown 1994: 165, also see Richards and Lockhart 1996: 185-187, Nunan 
1991: 192, and Chaudron 1993: 126). Similar remarks have been made in favor of 
providing feedback, emphatically to EFL learners. For example, “Such responsibil-
ity means that virtually everything you say and do will be noticed” (Brown 1994: 
28, and Nunan 1991: 195). In this regard, McDonough and Shaw (1995: 271-273) 
provide more detailed advice as follows:
Evidence also tends to suggest that the questions a teacher asks in the class-
rooms can be extremely important in helping learners to develop their compe-
tence in the language. It is useful to observe if teachers put questions to learners 
systematically or randomly, how long they wait for a response, and the type 
of question asked, from that requiring a simple one-word reply to higher order 
referential questions where learners can provide information which the teacher 
does not know. Similarly, in the case of feedback and correcting learners, we 




In the light of the preceding arguments, this paper, therefore, is an attempt to 
examine the role of a teacher’s attention in mixed-sex classrooms of EFL Japanese 
learners in the forms of his questions, wait-time for the learners’ responses and his 
feedback on the responses.
The report will first provide information on the background of the problem 
through a literature review; second, describe how the data was collected and tran-
scribed; third, analyze the data; fourth, report the ﬁndings; ﬁfth, discuss and interpret 
the ﬁndings; and last, evaluate the outcomes of the study.
2. Review of Literature
2.1 Teacher’s attention in classroom interactions
2.1.1 Non-EFL/ESL classrooms
Gender-based research relating to teacher-student and student-teacher (in whole-
class work), and student-student (in pair/group work) interactions in mixed-sex non-
EFL/ESL classrooms has an extensive literature. However, comparatively more at-
tention was given (and is still being) to explore gender differences in teacher-student 
and student-teacher interactions, that is, to examine whether male and female teach-
ers in their classrooms treat boy and girl students differently. In other words, the 
focus has been on how teachers’ attention in classroom interactions differ by gender, 
whether teachers pay more attention to boys or to girls. Sunderland (1996: 43-64) 
reports a detailed review of these studies in different types of classrooms categorized 
as mother-tongue or non-foreign-language classrooms (with focus on English), non-
language classrooms such as mathematics and science, foreign and second language 
classrooms.
Kelly (1988) carried out a meta-analysis of 81 studies on gender differences in 
teacher-pupil interactions. Major ﬁndings of the analysis (ibid: 4) aiming to motivate 
the current research objectives (section 1.2) can be summarized as follows. Teach-
ers were found to interact more with boys than girls both in teacher- and pupil-
initiated interactions. They also asked boys more questions, and provided them more 
response opportunities. Girls were found to be better than boys in only one category 
and that was by volunteering, or putting their hand up. This was interpreted as show-
ing that girls were willing to take an equal part in lessons, but were not permitted 
to do so. On the other hand, categories in which boys and girls were found to be 
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treated approximately equally were praise for academic work and for giving correct 
responses, criticism for giving incorrect response, and receiving no feedback on their 
responses. The most signiﬁcant ﬁnding, however, was ‘criticism for behaviour’, a 
higher proportion of which was directed to boys.
Kelly raised two important questions which could not be explored through the 
meta-analysis and to which a deﬁnite conclusion could not be given. The ﬁrst one 
was ‘Are patterns of gender differences due to the presence in a class of a few espe-
cially disruptive boys or a few particularly quiet girls?’ In response to the question, 
she found different answers in different studies. She quoted (ibid: 17) two examples, 
one of which was from Dweck et al. who found that
conduct criticism or intellectually irrelevant criticism was not limited to a few, 
particularly disobedient boys, nor was non-intellectual praise limited to several 
particularly compliant girls. Rather the pattern of feedback for each sex was 
quite general across children within classroom.
The other by French [and French] (1984) reported
that it is not the boys generally who monopolise the interactional space of the 
lesson... The distributional balance between boys and girls is manifestly due to 
a particular, small subset of boys taking a disproportionately high number of 
turns.
Therefore, because of this discrepancy in ﬁndings and because of the lack of sup-
porting research data, the analysis did not make any deﬁnite conclusion.
The other question was ‘Do male and female teachers interact differently with 
male and female pupils?’ Kelly (p. 17) quoting Brophy (1985) pointed out that most 
authors concluded, that, “sex differences in students ‘classroom experiences are not 
due to the sex of their teachers”; however, according to meta-analysis, the ﬁndings 
were
that male teachers direct substantially less of their classroom interaction to girls 
than do female teachers. This was particularly true for feedback̶praise and 
criticism̶where male teachers virtually ignore their female pupils.
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Overall ﬁndings of the analysis can be summarized as follows which indicate the 
possibility that the phenomenon, that is, teacher’s paying more attention to boys than 
girls is likely to exist in a wide range of classroom contexts including EFL and ESL.
It is now beyond dispute that girls receive less of the teacher’s attention in class, 
and that this is true across a wide range of different conditions. It applies in all 
age groups (although more in some than others), in several different countries, 
in various socio-economic and ethnic groupings, across all subjects in the cur-
riculum, and with both male and female teachers (although more with males). 
(ibid: 20)
On the other hand, Brophy (1985, cited in Kelly) provides an up-to-date results 
of a qualitative analysis of the ﬁndings on the same topic. Both reviews by Kelly 
and Brophy concluded that teachers interacted more with boys than with girls, and 
that this was particularly true for criticism. Criticism can be regarded as the result 
of boys’ disruptive behaviour. Boys disruptive behaviour was also observed by other 
researchers. For instance, Busweel (1981, cited in Kelly 1988: 20) reports that
at least four lessons were observed where the ‘disruptive behaviour’ of boys 
took all the teacher’s attention for the whole lesson, and girls received no in-
teraction at all... In many more classes girls received only minimal attention 
compared with boys.
Similar ﬁndings were observed by several other researchers in classroom inter-
action (Merrett and Wheldall 1992, Croll 1985, Serbin et al 1973, and Meyer and 
Thompson 1956). On the other hand, Altani (1995), through a questionnaire, sur-
veyed 54 male and 72 female teachers in seventeen primary schools in Greece, and 
asked them to respond by expressing their agreement or disagreement with the state-
ment ‘boys are more disruptive in the classroom than girls’. Most teachers (66.7%) 
agreed with the statement.
In an attempt to examine the behavior of male and female teachers toward male 
and female students, Good et al. (1973) observed junior high school (seventh and 
eight-grade) classrooms of mathematics and social studies taught by 8 male and 8 
female teachers. The data of 10 instructional hours was compared employing the 
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Brophy-Good Dydic Coding System. They found that boys received more response 
opportunities than girls and that teachers directed more and different types of ques-
tions to boys. These comprise Direct questions (i.e. calling names without waiting 
for a show of hands), Open questions (calling name when hands are up), Self-refer-
ence questions (asking to provide opinion or personal experience), Process questions 
(requiring an explanation of a complex procedure), Product questions (requiring a 
single word/short answer), and Procedure questions (requiring the student to deal 
with classroom routines). Likewise, as regards feedback, boys as a group received 
both more positive and negative affect from teachers, and for girls the affect was 
more likely to be positive.
One of the variables which has not be been discussed so far is teacher’s wait-time, 
that is, the length of time between a teacher question and the response from a stu-
dent. This speciﬁc area seems to have given comparatively little attention. Gore and 
Roumagoux (1983: 273) state “that most teachers expect boys to outperform girls 
in mathematics. This difference in expectation for girls and boys might result in dif-
fering wait-time for boys vs. girls.” The researchers examined fourth-grade classes 
comprising 79 boys and 76 girls, and taught by ﬁve female teachers of mathematics. 
Each class was 50 minutes long. They observed each class twice for approximately 
20 minutes each, but actual recording of the data was done during the last 15 min-
utes of the observations. From the transcribed data and the recordings, wait-time was 
measured. Overall ﬁnding suggested that the teachers gave signiﬁcantly more wait-
time (approximately 3 seconds) to boys than to girls. From this ﬁnding, the research-
ers concluded that “This difference could possibly have a negative effect on girls’ 
achievement in mathematics” (ibid: 273).
2.1.2 ESL classrooms
In contrast to studies of non-EFL/ESL classrooms, little is known about the role 
of second language teachers’ attention in teacher-student and student-teacher inter-
actions. On the other hand, a considerable amount of research has examined gender 
differences in student-student interactions (Gass and Varonis 1986, Lush 1997, 
Bradford-Alptogan 1997, and Holmes 1994) in spite of general difﬁculty associated 
with data collection which is likely because of the simultaneous occurrence of talk 
in pair and group work.
Initial attempts as regards teacher’s attention in ESL classrooms were made by 
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Yepez (1990, cited in Sunderland 1994-c: 150). She observed seven teachers (three 
males and four females) of adult ESL learners and found that with the exception of 
one male teacher all showed equitable behavior to male and female students. Further 
research was also supported by Yepez (1994). She and a research assistant observed 
four classes of 66 students taught by two male and two female teachers. Of these, 
83% were Asians, about three-fourth of the Asians were Japanese nationals. To test 
the structure of the study, they first conducted a six-week pilot study with three 
teachers, and then focused on a formal study with all four teachers. Once again the 
results were the same as before in that all but one male teacher showed remarkably 
equitable behavior in their distribution of interaction according to gender. It is sur-
prising, however, that although both studies by the same researcher related to exactly 
the same topic and arrived at exactly the same conclusion, Yepez (1994) did not 
mention or make any reference to the ﬁndings of her previous work (1990).
As for methodology, Yepez employed a real time coding instrument ‘INTERSECT 
(Interactions for Sex Equity in Classroom Teaching)’, originally developed by Sad-
kers and Sadkers (1982), and analyzed gender differences in teacher’s classroom 
interactions. In practice, each teacher-initiated interaction with a male, a female, or 
with the class as a whole was counted. In order to establish inter-rater reliability with 
the instrument, the researcher and the assistant coded practice observations of ESL 
classes until both observers generated consistently identical coding results which oc-
curred after three observations. However, it is not fully clear how the researcher and 
the assistant, in real time coding (when the time is extremely limited), differentiated 
between teacher-student (boy or girl) and teacher-class (boy and girl) interactions.
Furthermore, “INTERSECT does not code for interaction length” (ibid: 125). This 
means that the instrument is unable to decide the boundaries of the interactions (i.e. 
beginning and end), and thus it is not clear what criterion was employed to make a 
decision on the above interactions with conﬁdence. Even further, the instrument was 
not particularly designed to code language lessons as is evident in the comment “it 
[the instrument] had not previously been used for ESL-related research” (ibid: 124). 
If this is the case, then how was it possible to use the categories without any modi-
ﬁcation?
Yepez (1994) also interviewed each teacher and inquired about their perceptions 
of their interaction patterns with their male-female students, and how they felt about 
the results. Since all the teachers had some awareness of their own behavior in rela-
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tion to gender, they were not surprised.
2.1.3 EFL classrooms
Sunderland (1994-c), in an attempt to explore reasons for differential treatment 
in the EFL classroom analyzed data from EFL students’ and teachers’ own perspec-
tives. Seven students of different nationalities and 57 teachers (39 Greek and 18 
Austrian) were asked to respond to a questionnaire as ex-learners of EFL or another 
language, and 18 Japanese teachers as EFL teachers. Findings of the questionnaire 
suggested that, “teachers in EFL classrooms seem to treat their male and female stu-
dents differently, and to do so in a range of ways which vary from culture to culture” 
(ibid: 152).
Sunderland (1996) and one of her undergraduate students Webster (1993) also 
seemed to be the ﬁrst to explore the role of teachers’ attention in foreign language 
classroom interactions. Webster (cited in Sunderland 1996: 60) examined two 
45-minute lessons of a French class. The class in a British comprehensive school had 
13 boy and 12 girl students (aged 11-12 years). The two lessons were recorded and 
transcribed. Textual analysis of the transcriptions suggested that the boys received 
more teacher solicits than the girls. According to Sunderland, “Webster notes the 
problem of ‘deciding what [the] categories for solicits would be and not straying 
from them’” (Webster 1993: 16, cited in Sunderland 1996: 60).
On the other hand, Sunderland, herself explored in great detail 12 German lessons 
of a class taught by a female native German teacher. The class had 14 boy and 13 
girl students (aged 11-12 years) and was located in a large comprehensive school 
in the UK. In this detailed, laborious and time-consuming study, the researcher re-
ported ﬁndings relating to gender differences and differential-teacher-treatment both 
in teacher-student and student-teacher interactions. The focus was on the teacher 
discourse and the student discourse both in terms of the quantity and the discourse 
types. The teacher discourse grossly comprised academic (i.e. related to the contents 
of the lesson) and non-academic (i.e. concerning the lesson’s procedure) solicits 
directed to boys and girls, the teacher’s feedback on the students responses to her 
solicits, the teacher’s comments, and the teacher’s responses to the students-initiated 
solicits. The concept of solicit, “as a move [was] broadly equivalent to Coulthard’s 
move of initiation” (ibid: 96). Teacher’s comments represented
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utterances which are not intended to get the students to say or do something 
(and which are not feedback either). These utterances include acts such as reas-
surance and observations about particular students. (ibid: 98)
Likewise, students’ discourse consisted of questions directed to the teacher, feed-
back on the teacher’s responses to their questions, their comments, their responses 
to the teacher-initiated solicits, and their language in dialogs. Additionally, she 
interviewed the teacher and the students, and examined the quantitative ﬁndings of 
the classroom interactions in the light of the qualitative ones obtained from the stu-
dents’, the teacher’s, and her own perceptions of gender in the German class. Major 
ﬁndings as regards the teacher’s attention in teacher-student interactions are sum-
marized in Appendix IA. As for the research process, she transcribed the recording 
of 12 lessons and through textual analysis of the transcriptions developed her own 
categories (ibid: 159, 174).
2.2 Gaps in and recommendations from the literature review
We have seen in reviewing these ﬁndings that teachers in their classrooms were 
shown to treat gender differently and in doing so they paid more attention to boys 
than girls. However, the findings from ESL classrooms (Yepez 1990, 1994) and 
those from non-ESL classrooms (Sunderland 1996: 50-51) differed in that in the 
former classrooms teachers were found to treat boys and girls equally. This means 
that the issue of teacher’s attention need to be re-examined, particularly in the light 
of the comment: “We really do not know why some classrooms show differences and 
others do not” (Kelly 1988: 21).
Literature concerning teacher’s attention in EFL/ESL classrooms repeatedly 
points out lack of such data as can be seen in the comments by Sunderland:
Though the above studies are relevant to language education, none were under-
taken in a foreign or second language classroom (Sunderland 1994-b: 138)... 
As yet, there is little evidence for patterns of differential teacher treatment in 
EFL classroom.... In addition to Rebecca Oxford’s work..., this [Yepez 1990] 
was the only work on teacher-male student/teacher-female student interaction in 
language classroom I was able to ﬁnd. (Sunderland 1994-c: 150)
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She also made recommendations for further study in her book:
I offer the following (selective) list of areas for future investigation: (1) The 
extent to which foreign language classrooms are similar to other subject class-
rooms in terms of teacher attention, for example, ...types of questions asked; 
...wait-time allowed before an answer is expected....amount and quality of 
attention paid to male and female students in terms of disciplinary vis a vis 
academic attention, ...feedback. (Sunderland 1994-a: 11)
Moreover, in her Ph.D. work (1996: 378), she suggested that “the interesting ﬁnd-
ings of this study [German] cry out for replication̶in particular in foreign language 
classrooms with students of the same age, and with older students”. She especially 
recommended to examine teacher’s wait-time:
Since studies have found teachers to provide more wait-time to boys than to 
girls after an academic solicit (e.g. Dolores Gore and Daniel Roumagoux, 
1983), ...it would be interesting in the light of the discourse of ‘academic femi-
ninity’ to see if this were the case here [in the foreign language classrooms 
in teacher-student interactions].... If the ‘average girl’ were found to be given 
more wait-time than the ‘average boy’, this would to my knowledge be the ﬁrst 
empirical evidence for this as a possible phenomenon. (Ibid: 375)
As far I as know, no attempt has been made to examine teacher’s attention in 
foreign language classroom interaction with a focus on English. Researchers in ESL 
classrooms have also suggested making such an attempt. For example, according to 
Yepez, it “would also be of interest to include a good-sized sample of EFL (English 
as a Foreign Language) classes taught outside of the United States” (1994: 131).
Furthermore, in relevant studies, considerable attention has been given to Japanese 
students in an ESL context (Yepez 1994, Gass and Varonis 1986, Lush 1997, and 
Bradford-Alptogan 1997). However, it is worth mentioning that studies relating to 
Japanese learners in EFL contexts deserve more focus than those in ESL contexts 
simply because they are in majority (see chapter 1).
As regards teacher’s sex, whether male and female teachers interact differently 
with male and female pupils, we have seen that the meta-analysis could not arrive 
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at a deﬁnite conclusion. The same was the case with the ﬁndings in ESL classrooms 
reported by Yepez (1990, 1994), in that, only one male teacher in both the studies 
did not show equitable behavior to male and female students. This may imply that 
the role of male teachers in EFL classrooms requires further investigation.
Lastly, in terms of research process, we have seen that studies in foreign language 
classroom interaction employed two different approaches to dealing with the class-
room data: Yepez (1994) adopted a real-time coding instrument, whereas Sunderland 
(1996) and Webster (1993) derived categories directly from textual analysis of tran-
scribed classroom data. However, both approaches require a considerable amount 
of time, and are thus unlikely to be adopted by independent researchers who lack 
time as well as collaboration by other researchers. Another approach would be to 
employ an analytical framework to arrive at the required categories from the tran-
scribed classroom data. In this regard Sinclair and Coulthard’s model (1995), which 
is employed in the present research, seems to be an appropriate choice as pointed 
out by Malamah-Thomas (1996: Task 95, p 103) since it is speciﬁcally designed to 
analyze both teacher-student and student-teacher interactions, and since it has not 
focused on the prevailing gender-based classroom research. The model including its 
construct, related concepts, literature, reliability and applicability will be discussed 
in chapter 4.
2.3 Objectives of the study: Research questions
The preceding review and related arguments lead to the following general over-
arching question:
[I]  Will a male teacher’s attention to 15-year old male and female learners in an 
EFL Japanese high school classroom differ?
Kelly (1988: 1) points out that
If boys really do get more attention than girls in school this is clearly an im-
portant ﬁnding, the implications of which should be carefully considered by all 
concerned teachers.
This suggests an implications question as follows:
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[II]  Will the teacher’s attention to 15-year old male and female learners in an 
EFL Japanese high school classroom provide equal learning opportunities 
for the male and the female learners?
In the light of the findings reported by Sunderland (1996) concerning teacher-
student interaction in German lessons along with gaps in the ﬁndings, this report 
aims to explore four overarching and related speciﬁc questions to see whether the 
same patterns would also be observed in the present study. In order to respond to the 
above general and implications questions, the four individual overarching questions 
focus on (i) the teacher’s academic and non-academic moves directed to boy and 
girl students, languages used in the moves, and display and referential questions, 
(ii) the teacher’s wait-time allowed in the questions; (iii) the students’ responses; 
and (iv) the teacher’s affective and cognitive feedback. The concepts and deﬁnitions 
employed in the questions relate to Sinclair and Coulthard’s analytical categories.
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